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At the recent FIPLV1 conference in Paris, a constant theme was the predominance of English 
as the foreign language at all levels of schooling. Unlike Australia where the debate continues 
about the place of a single language in the curriculum, in Europe, the focus is increasingly on 
how many and which languages learners should take in addition to English. With everyone 
learning English, the argument goes, it is these other languages that provide an edge because 
of the greater opportunities plurilingualism provides for mobility in employment and leisure, 
for integration of the different countries in the Union and for a competitive advantage in 
global markets (Byram & Doyé, 1999).  
 
In the UK, the recent Nuffield Languages Inquiry (May, 2000) likewise strongly supports the 
inclusion of languages as a key skill in the school curriculum, alongside literacy, numeracy 
and information technology. The report argues that languages contribute to economic 
competitiveness, intercultural tolerance and social cohesion. In other words, while English 
speakers are fortunate to speak a global language, “in a smart and competitive world, 
exclusive reliance on English leaves the UK vulnerable and dependent on the linguistic 
competence and the goodwill of others” (http://www.nuffield.org 
/language/news/nws_0023732.html). In order to achieve higher standards - “too few 
[students] leave school with an adequate level of operational competence” - as well as to 
enhance literacy, citizenship and intercultural tolerance, the report recommends making a 
language an entry requirement for tertiary studies and for designated vocational qualifications 
and developing a UK-wide agenda for students to start languages at age 7.  
 
Such recommendations are reminiscent of policy developments and concerns in Australia. In 
some areas, indeed, we appear to be ahead in tackling the real disadvantages of being 
monolingual in an increasingly multilingual world. In Queensland, for example, the 1991 
LOTE Initiative (Braddy, 1991) provided for an early start by making LOTE part of the core 
curriculum from Years 6-8. LOTE was subsequently included as the eighth key learning area 
for which seven new language syllabuses have been developed for implementation between 
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2000 and 2003 (QSCC, 2000). The syllabuses are designed to see the initial three-year core 
program extended from Year 4 to Year 10 with the intention that all young Queenslanders 
should experience at least 420 hours of second language education (QSCC, 1997) as part of 
the shared core curriculum. This expansion of the program has been associated with the 
expectation that students will develop useable skills in a second language suitable for 
citizenship in an increasingly global and multilingual world. This experience of a second 
language will not only contribute positively to Australia’s language resources but will also 
help develop the intercultural skills needed by native speakers of English if they are to 
interact effectively with speakers for whom English is a second or international language. 
This is because learning to communicate in a second language plays an important role in 
developing “cultural literacy”, that is, the ability to negotiate difference, “to step out of the 
known and fixed and to explore new spaces, new ways of thinking, new ways of being” (Carr, 
2000:6).  
 
Despite such developments, the place of languages other than English in schools remains 
controversial in Australia. While Europe debates which two languages students will learn, we 
still question the need for any real commitment to a single language other than English. In 
Queensland, for example, proposed time allocations (QSCC, 1997) clearly give less time to 
LOTE than to any of the other KLAs2. The proposed 420 hours are also well below the 800 to 
1,000 hours often recommended as necessary for achieving useable levels of proficiency (see, 
for example, Rudd, 1994). Such recommendations may actually underestimate the needs of 
school-based learners, based as they are on figures developed with motivated adults (Kaplan 
& Baldauf, 1997; Glisan & Foltz, 1998). The QSCC syllabus guidelines do allow for 
additional discretionary time at all levels but, unless schools are prepared to make generous 
use of this, even the current proposal fails to provide the regular, preferably daily, exposure to 
the target language over time which may be required to achieve real proficiency outcomes 
(Fernandez, 1996). While time alone does not guarantee effective outcomes, insufficient 
opportunity to interact with the language means students are unlikely to achieve the 
“operational competence” they need as global citizens in the 21st century. 
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Even the limited level of commitment proposed in the new syllabuses is, however, contested. 
Education Queensland’s Draft Guidelines for Core Curriculum for Years 1-10, for example, 
suggest that, while all students will be required to achieve level 6 in the other KLAs, students 
in languages need only achieve “relevant levels” in a language “during Years 6-8” with the 
“required” time limited to 180 hours.  Such a time allocation not only sends a negative 
message to the community about the value of languages but also clearly reduces the level of 
proficiency attainable. If these guidelines are implemented, the majority of students will 
continue to take a three-year program the goals of which can only possibly be minimal 
proficiency. Further, with the program ending in Year 8 for most students, many secondary 
schools will have little incentive to make the considerable administrative and pedagogical 
effort required to ensure continuity between the primary and secondary sections of the 
program. In practice, therefore, many students may not even experience a coherent three-year 
program. Some will find themselves taking a two-year program followed by a one-year 
program in a different language either because their language is not offered or they desire to 
take a different option. Others will move into a mixed-level Year 8 class3 where the 
coherence of the program depends heavily on the teacher’s ability to cater for continuing and 
beginning students by extending the former without overwhelming the latter.  
 
A recent study (Crawford 1999b) sought to investigate teacher perceptions of current LOTE 
practices and the changes resulting from the LOTE Initiative. The self-report data from over 
550 language teachers in Queensland showed they were indeed concerned about mixed-level 
classes and continuity, with 63% agreeing unequivocally that schools should provide separate 
classes for beginning and continuing students and only 25% agreeing unreservedly that the 
primary and Year 8 programs articulate for the students they teach.  
 
One reason for this mismatch appears to be the different goals given priority in the primary 
and secondary programs. Only 35% of the respondents, for example, included proficiency in 
their three most important goals for students concluding their studies in Year 8. Percentages 
were much higher for those finishing in Year 10 or Year 12 (65% and 75% respectively) 
(Table 1). Many primary language teachers, in other words, seem to be choosing deliberately 
to focus on more non-linguistic goals such as positive attitudes and cultural awareness. This 
solution, however, undermines the potential advantage of the early start and suggests students 
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may be marking time in terms of proficiency until everyone starts the “real” program in Year 
8. This could explain why 72% of those responding suggested it took 6 months or less for 
beginners in mixed-level classes to catch up with continuing students. The lower emphasis on 
proficiency outcomes may also explain the significantly lower minimum proficiency 
nominated for primary teachers. This group was also less dissatisfied with the current time 
allocation of 90 minutes a week (30% judged this adequate compared to only 19% of the 
secondary respondents). Secondary respondents, on the other hand, were much more likely to 
agree that two and a half to three hours a week of LOTE instruction is desirable at all levels 
(72% versus 47%). The Draft Guidelines’ apparent support for a mere 90 minutes per week in 




Three most important goals for students finishing in Years 8, 10 and 12 
 
Goal Exit level 
 Year 8a Year 10b Year 12c 
Positive attitudes 77.3 47.0 26.3 
Cultural awareness 59.9 43.5 24.3 
Language proficiency 34.9 64.9 75.4 
Personal enrichment 27.5 20.3 11.5 
Educational benefits 23.9 29.4 30.5 
Learning-how-to-learn 22.9 26.0 20.5 
Social cohesion 19.4 8.8 3.8 
Cultural knowledge 11.0 10.7 16.9 
Taster programs 8.3 1.9 1.0 
Vocational benefits 1.9 15.1 52.0 
Language maintenance 0.7 2.2 4.5 
Other 0.0 1.0 1.5 
a
 Approximately 7% of respondents did not express an opinion on this issue. 
Percentages exceed 100 because respondents nominated three preferences 
b
 Approximately 10% of respondents did not express an opinion on this issue. 
Percentages exceed 100 because respondents nominated three preferences 
c
 Approximately 11% of respondents did not express an opinion on this issue. 
Percentages exceed 100 because respondents nominated three preferences 
 
A major advantage of making LOTE a KLA across seven or more years may be precisely the 
influence this broader time frame would have on teacher expectations of achievable 
outcomes. Success in language teaching largely depends on the teacher’s ability to maximise 
the amount of ‘engaged time’ devoted to LOTE, that is, time when students are actively 
exposed to the target language and engaged in activities based on its use (Clyne et al., 1995). 
Engaged time assumes that teachers and students are using the language purposefully and 
meaningfully and therefore requires proficient teachers who see this use as appropriate. Many 
language teachers, however, are reluctant to use the LOTE for classroom instruction and 
interaction (Martin, 1994) despite this being one of the primary means of presenting the 
language as a genuine means of communication. Clyne et al. (1992), for example, found that 
teachers’ expectations of learner achievement were reflected in their choice of code in the 
classroom. Pessimistic expectations resulted in the use of English and set up a cycle whereby 
reduced exposure to the target language meant no communicative need to use the LOTE, thus 
further limiting input and denying students the opportunity to develop the skills and 
understanding of complex sociocultural relationships they need “to communicate across 
cultural and linguistic boundaries” (Tedick & Walker, 1994.301).   
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Self-report data on language use suggest many teachers in Queensland are pessimistic about 
outcomes (Crawford, 1999b). While the majority of respondents (69%) did not feel their own 
level of proficiency made teaching through the target language difficult, the trends was still to 
use English as the main medium of instruction. Only 27%, for example, agreed without 
reservation that using the target language as the main medium of instruction in the primary 
program is even desirable (Table 2). Reported use was lower still (20%) (Table 3). In Year 8 
agreement rose to 31% but reported use was down to 10%, confirming respondents’ 
perception of a lack of continuity between the primary and secondary sections of the program. 
Focus group discussions suggested articulation was made difficult by the common practice of 
combining beginning and continuing students and also by the greater emphasis in the 
secondary program on the systematic teaching of grammar for which English is clearly the 
preferred medium. In both Years 6 and 7 and Year 8 a sizeable minority of respondents 
actually disagreed with using the target language as the main medium of instruction (35%-
primary; 27%-Year 8). Such responses, if an accurate reflection of practice, suggest that 
engaged time is indeed limited for many students in the early years of the program, 
particularly given that teachers only spend about 90 minutes a week with their students. In 
fact, it may be this limited contact which explains the lower emphasis on proficiency as a 
desirable goal in the Year 6-8 program (Table 1). Teacher responses may be being influenced 




Desirability of using TL as main medium of instruction 
 
Context of use Level of agreement Not stated 
 Agreea Agree Disagree Disagreeb 
  with reservations somewhat  
Primary classes 26.9 37.4 16.5 16.4 12.9 
Year 8 classes 31.2 36.7 15.3 11.9 5.0 
Years 9 & 10 classes 57.5 29.6 3.6 4.3 5.0 
Years 11 & 12 classes 78.8 10.7 1.6 3.0 6.0 
a
 Respondents responding “agree” or “strongly agree”. 
b
 Respondents responding “disagree” or “strongly disagree”. 
 
Survey respondents deemed use of the target language more appropriate beyond the current 
core but even here actual reported use remained quite low. While 58% agreed without 
reservation that use of the TL was appropriate in Years 9 and 10 and 79% in Years 11 and 12, 
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percentages reporting this level of use were 23% and 50% respectively (Table 3). Given these 
percentages it is not surprising that only 11% of respondents agreed unreservedly that 
students expect the teacher to use the target language as the main medium of instruction. In 
other words, the vast majority of respondents are in schools in which students have limited 
experience of the language as a means of communication rather than an object of study. It is 
important to note that these figures still allow for bilingual teaching with potential use of 
English up to 40% of the time. 
 
While use of the target language is no guarantee of the quality of the discourse in the 
language classroom (Neil et al., 1999; Mangubhai et al., 1999), teaching through English 
considerably reduces both the quantity and quality of target language exposure students 
receive. This also makes use of technology and Internet resources more difficult as students 
do not develop coping strategies to deal with language beyond their current level of 
proficiency. These data also suggest that the proposed move to an embedded, task-based 
approach (QSCC, 1998) in which the language is used to teach content from other areas of 
the curriculum represents a radical change for many of the respondents and their students. In 
terms of language learning, however, the less trivial content proposed will only be relevant if 
it is taught largely through the target language. This requires teachers to make greater use of 
the language and provide more extensive comprehensible input than appears currently to be 
the case. The assumption is also that this approach with its emphasis on proficiency 
development will be introduced from the outset, thus making continuity even more crucial if 
Year 8 is not to become a hiatus in the learners’ language development. 
 
Table 3 
Average use of TL across a week or teaching cycle 
 
Year level N a Level of useb  
 Less than 20% 20%-40% About 50% 60%-80% 80% + 
Years 1-5 175 29.7 30.9 24.6 10.9 4.0  
Years 6 & 7 328 22.0 32.6 27.7 14.6 3.1  
Year 8 310 38.4 35.2 16.5 7.7 2.3  
Years 9 & 10 292 11.3 38.4 27.1 17.5 5.8  
Years 11 & 12 207 4.8 16.4 28.5 30.9 19.3  
a
 Numbers reporting they were teaching at this level. Total more than 581 because most respondents teach at 
several levels 
b
 Percentage of those indicating this level of language use 
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The data discussed show that language education is still struggling to establish its place in the 
curriculum even though policy developments have recognised the importance of languages 
and improved proficiency outcomes. The majority (57%) of the language teachers surveyed 
supported unreservedly the place of languages in a balanced education although only 7% felt 
colleagues gave LOTE the same status as other KLAs such as maths and English. The 
implied reduction in the time allocation for LOTE in the Education Queensland Guidelines 
can only further contribute to the perception that this KLA is less important than the others 
and so undermine attempts to improve outcomes. This is somewhat ironic given that the 
original decision to have a language other than English a shared experience for all students 
during their compulsory schooling was farsighted and consistent with moves elsewhere and 
the need for English speakers to develop the ability to communicate interculturally and be 
able to take advantage of the opportunities now available in an increasingly interrelated 
world. Curtailing the program threatens to condemn teachers and learners alike to failure. If 
the majority of learners take their language for 180 hours or less, there will be little incentive 
to aim for proficiency outcomes or to maximise continuity so that the primary experience 
leads to skills on which secondary teachers can build. Unless this happens, we can indeed 
question the place of languages in the curriculum. The majority of students will continue to 
have very limited exposure to their second language and so will remain vulnerable and 
dependent on the linguistic competence and goodwill of others rather than developing an 
appropriate language repertoire, something young people in Europe and elsewhere 
increasingly take for granted. 
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